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ABSTRACT
This paper revisits the concept of the public sector innovation champion. Reflecting changes in sectoral and wider contexts and conceptual advances in the innovation literature, it suggests that much of the underlying thinking behind the original article is of continuing relevance and suggests a number of directions in which this could now be extended, particularly in terms of the nature of innovation and the role of champions therein. It concludes by considering how innovation champions of the future will require a new skillset which draws new and emergent technologies to align diverse sets of stakeholders in networks of ‘open innovation’.
INTRODUCTION
Since the publication of Bartlett and Dibben (2002), local government reforms have continued apace, however the underlying drivers of this reform have remained essentially unchanged in as much as they continue, primarily, to seek improvements in efficiency and performance. While some of the purported reasons for seeking to achieve such gains has certainly shifted towards a pervasive narrative of austerity - which, itself, serves only to enhance the ‘innovation imperative’ - they remain at their core about achieving ‘more with less’. Interest in public sector innovation has therefore continued to flourish in the intervening period, illustrating the continuing relevance of much of the thinking behind the original article. However the forms of innovation that have been taking place in local government have also developed. A systematic review of public sector innovation published in 2016 indicated that, while the biggest driver of innovations comes from external environmental pressures (as has long been the case), the second most influential factor representing nearly a quarter (22%) of the innovations studied was citizen involvement and participation in networks of inter-organizational collaborations (De Vries et al, 2016).
In Bartlett and Dibben (2002), we described the role of champions and sponsors in these types of local government innovations, discerning two different types of innovation champion and suggesting that further exploration of the knowledge, skills and attitudes of this ‘human capital resource’, along with it’s mobility within the sector, were key to understanding the innovation process in this context. In this update, I describe how this set of competencies has now changed, both to reflect the types of inter-organisational networking and public participation influences reported by De Vries et al (2016), but also in the light of theoretical and conceptual advances in the innovation literature.
FROM FINANCIAL STRAIN TO SUPER-AUSTERITY.
At the time, we hinted at the idea that “a ‘public’ motivation to innovate [was] perhaps being supplanted by more financially-driven considerations which would appear to be more in tune with an empowered champion model” (Bartlett and Dibben, 2002; p. 113) and this suggestion, merely tentative at the time, has since been borne out. This has been due to the continued focus on fiscal pressure which has increased proportionately year on year, culminating in the age of super-austerity which we currently experience. Whilst, on the face of it, this would suggest that our ‘predictions’ were correct, it is also important to note that the theorising upon which we drew at the time has, to some extent, also shifted in the intervening period. That which relates to the notion of the ‘public’ champion has remained essentially the same; its relative decline perhaps being symptomatic of a wider-scale diminution in the ‘public service ethos’, in addition to the financial pressures that have arisen from nearly a decade of austerity. The description of the ‘empowered champion’ offered in the original article, however, may require some more fundamental reconceptualisation.
Even before the austerity era, it was clear that privatisation and marketisation of public services was failing to deliver all that it had promised and these problems have served to undermine the idea of an empowered champion. The enabling market mechanisms which would serve to overcome organisational and managerial inertia have been slow to mature. Indeed, the creative drivers of service innovation and improvement that were embodied within this image of the public sector entrepreneur have all-but disappeared, to be replaced with a ubiquitous and relentless focus on efficiency and cost savings. Hence the empowered champion to which we alluded in our original article, as a creative public sector intrapreneur in pursuit of improvements in service quality and accessibility has not been widely replicated in the subsequent period. The innovation champions of today are much less likely to be the type of ‘public’ or ‘empowered’ champion that were described in the original article. Rather, they may be characterised in ways which have more negative entrepreneurial connotations and also more negative implications for managers and staff who are pushed to do more with less, whilst at the same time finding very little incentive to be creative and imaginative in the pursuit of benefits for service users – as long as they are ‘cheaper’.
THE RISE OF A PRINCE AND DEATH OF A CHAMPION?
This shift has been accompanied by a greatly increased adoption of project management principles, as reflected in the widespread use of PRINCE2 methodology. In principle, all projects under such a regime are driven by a ‘business case’ (many elements of which would relate to the expected benefits predicted to flow to ‘customers’); in practice such an approach engenders a focus on processes, with work divided up into packages and streams. The tendency is for the design of the project, the workflow and interdependencies of these packages, along with a focus upon their completion on time and within budget, to overshadow the fundamentals of the business case, which is rarely tested and revised along the way. The institutionalisation of such principles and relative neglect of these aspects of the ‘business case’ can serve to de-emphasise the predicted benefits for customers even further. In our original article, we highlighted how contextual and cultural factors which coalesce around the creative/generative aspects of innovation can be distinguished from those which place more emphasis upon the implementation of new ideas and the differential effect that this has on the likely success or otherwise of an innovation and this observation is in tune with the rise of PRINCE2 and its impact depicted here.
Hence the ‘empowered’ champion of our original article, driven to innovate in the pursuit of service improvement and public benefit, has perhaps been replaced by a much more cold-hearted focus on the obsessive control of costs. While the mobility of those who are endowed with the necessary skillsets to champion innovation in local government remains an important component of innovation diffusion in the sector, the decline of the public champion and changing nature of the empowered champion gives me cause to paint a much more negative picture of public sector innovation and the role of champions therein than was apparent at the time of the original article. In particular, the promise of the empowered champion in devising a creative solution in a win-win situation where both service users benefit and costs are cut has perhaps been replaced with an approach which operates very much on the principle of the zero-sum game.
Many of our other observations on public sector innovation remain unchanged – the role of sponsors, the inevitability of conflict and approach to risk, for example. However there is one big change that has occurred and which is also reflected in the academic literature on innovation and that is the move towards collaboration, particularly in the form of ‘open’ innovation networks (e.g. Chesborough, 2006).
THE OPENING UP OF INNOVATION.
Contemporary models of organisational innovation suggest that, whilst creativity and the search for new ideas remain important, it is the adoption of an ‘open innovation’ perspective, whereby innovation is achieved through open networks of collaboration between organisations, their customers, suppliers and sub-contractors and, more recently, a much wider set of stakeholders including employees and even competitors, that has become the key focus of innovation and its management. Very few public sector studies exist (e.g. Feller et al, 2011; Lee et al, 2012), so most of what has been written about this new, interconnected way of innovating is concerned primarily with the private sector. While there is considerable variation in the types of collaborations in which business organisations engage, ranging from short term customer-supplier relationships through to much longer-term strategic alliances, that collaboration rather than competition lies at the heart of innovation is now widely accepted, including in the public sector (e.g. Hefetz, 2016).
In a local government context, this has become most apparent in the move towards ‘shared services’, whereby local authorities collaborate in order to achieve economies of scale through the sharing of internal and back-office services and also in the delivery of services to the public. Sandford (2016) outlines a variety of ways in which services are shared between different local authorities and other public bodies which can include outsourcing to the private sector, voluntary sector providers, and an increasing use of insourcing and ‘Local Authority Trading Companies’ (LATCs). LATCs are set up by local authorities under powers contained in legislation that has been laid down since publication of the original article, for example in the Local Government Act (2003) and the Localism Act (2011). These enable local authorities to trade for profit in order to provide a revenue stream that can be used to invest in the provision of services, although there is as yet very little evidence concerning the actual cost-effectiveness of either shared services or LATCs, while more recent developments including the use of ‘community budgets’ and the 2015-16 ‘devolution deals’ have not yet been established long enough to permit any kind of evaluation of their effectiveness or otherwise. 
FROM BOUNDARY SPANNER TO SOCIAL CAPITAL(IST)?
One corollary of the move towards open innovation which is of particular salience for local government is the necessity for a much more profound understanding of the communities which they serve. We emphasised the role of the public champion in driving through change internally by mediating the needs of service users at the organisational boundary in the original article. The opening up of innovation has meant that, rather than focusing upon service users per se, there is an increasing need to understand the related social contexts within which they are located. At the time of the original article, the state of play revolved around developing a greater understanding of communities through ‘community profiling’ efforts and there was a nascent interest in the potential of a newly-emerging ‘social capital’ perspective in understanding social and economic deprivation (e.g. Adler and Kwon, 2002; Bowles and Gintis, 2002). Drawing on arguments I have presented elsewhere (e.g. Bartlett, 2009), such a perspective has the potential to herald a move away from what might be termed a ‘deficit’ model (wherein the public sector duty is to help communities build or renew such capital which would otherwise remain absent), moving instead towards viewing social capital as a potentially rich resource - an inherent value that resides within the network itself and that may be pressed into service in the pursuit of innovation. That opportunity appears, however, to have gone largely unfulfilled. Continuing rounds of cuts biting deeper and deeper has made it extremely difficult to find the development resource required to engage creatively with communities in the pursuit of these more profound insights and the potentially disruptive innovations which flow from them. Such an interpretation is supported by other writers (e.g. Osborne and Brown, 2011), suggesting that the high levels of risk associated with these more profound types of innovation constitute one reason why, despite the positive rhetoric and a receptive policy context, innovation has not yet achieved its full potential in transforming public services in the UK and elsewhere.
SOCIAL CAPITAL MEETS SOCIAL MEDIA.
The second big change that has occurred since publication of the original article is the advent of social media and rise of what has been hailed by some (e.g. Dunleavy et al, 2006) as the successor of the ‘New Public Management’ – that of ‘digital era governance’, wherein citizens interact directly with local authorities via digital technology, be that the relatively mundane self-service internet portal, the use of established social media platforms such as twitter, or the development of specialist bespoke smartphone apps.
Social media provides, in many ways, the perfect tool for both connecting up what might otherwise be ‘isolated’ individuals or groups and thereby facilitating a ‘collective voice’ and for understanding the hidden value that resides in social networks in the form of social capital. Its application has yet further potential, from an internal management perspective, in facilitating responsiveness to the increasingly fast-paced innovation imperative in agile ways. Conventional ways of planning, organising and managing these organisational and managerial innovations would, themselves, therefore benefit from the adoption and integration of this technology into the innovation process. In my opinion, it is the confluence of these two phenomena – the opening up of innovation and the as-yet under-exploited potential of social media - that point the way in realising the potential gains of innovation in the local government of the future. 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION.
Conceptually, a number of frameworks within the existing literature can be used to incorporate, at least partially, some of the developments in local government and theorising around innovation which have been presented here, including Gov 2.0 (see e.g.Barrance, 2015), digital-era governance (e.g. Dunleavy et al, 2006) and place-based leadership (e.g. Hambleton and Howard, 2013). If such ideas come to fruition, then the degree to which networks of suppliers, partners, citizens, users and other stakeholders start interacting in increasingly complex and unpredictable ways will necessitate the development of new operational and strategic ‘business models’. An ability to facilitate these socially mediated interactions and develop the dynamic capabilities that are required for business model innovation will therefore become paramount for the public sector innovation champion. This will require a new set of skills and abilities which revolve around aligning diverse sets of people in large scale change, through networks of ‘open innovation’.
In conclusion, the importance of innovation has, if anything, only increased since the publication of the original article; it is only through envisioning new ways of operating that draw upon increasingly technology-driven enablers that local authorities might be able to adapt to the rapidly-changing economic and policy context. However, as Osborne and Brown (2011) observe, a more sophisticated understanding of innovation is required – one which embraces some of the new ideas and perspectives I have outlined here and in which the public sector innovation champion goes beyond the original characterisation of public or empowered champion presented in Bartlett and Dibben (2002).
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